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Abstract 
In my analysis of the medieval romance Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, I focus on the 
paradoxical representation of female sexuality exhibited in the temptation scenes. I argue that Lady 
Bertilak’s sexuality is a unique synthesis of Christian and Celtic archetypes whose very 
construction lends her the ability to rearticulate her own sexual agency. It is only by reconciling 
these two theological frameworks that we can understand how she is duly empowered and 
disempowered by her own seduction of Gawain. Through the Christian “Eve-as-temptress” motif, 
the Lady’s feminine desire is cast as duplicitous and threatening to the morality of man. However, 
her embodiment of the Celtic sovereignty-goddess motif leads to the reclamation of her sexual 
power. Ultimately, the temptation scenes provide the Lady with the literary space necessary to 
redefine her feminine agency and reconstruct the binary paradigms of masculinity and femininity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Operating under the guise of temptation, gender relations and sexual power drive the plot 
of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight. Guided by Morgan le Fay’s plans to test his honor, Lady 
Bertilak seduces Gawain in a series of episodes commonly referred to as the “temptation scenes”. 
Embarking on his quest to challenge the Green Knight, Gawain is unaware that his true test lies at 
the heart of these bedroom encounters. Gawain is forced to choose between violating the agreed 
terms of his host’s game and sleeping with Bertilak’s wife. Gawain is not simply being tested on 
his knightly virtue and loyalty, but also on his ability to adhere to the societal expectations of his 
masculinity. Thus the performativity of gender and seduction are fundamental to understanding 
Gawain’s test. However, despite the centrality of Lady Bertilak to the plot of the poem, very little 
scholarship is concerned with understanding the implications of her sexual agency. In fact, it was 
not until 1975 that the Lady was made the subject of any research, despite the poem’s publication 
in 1839.1  
In the brief body of scholarship dedicated to Lady Bertilak, there are two main 
interpretations of her role in the poem. The first casts her as a “passive cipher of her husband’s 
wishes”.2 This perspective attributes all of the Lady’s actions either to Bertilak or to Morgan le 
Fay’s plot to test Arthur’s court, depriving her of her agency but recognizing her function in the 
plot. However, eliminating her power in this way completely overlooks her rearticulation of 
feminine desire and her complex relationship with Gawain. Thus we come to the second 
																																																						
1 See George Sanderlin’s “Lady Bercilak of Hautdesert”. This was the first publication on the Lady, 
which was comprised of only 6 pages. It was not until the 1990s that critics published major scholarship 
on her character.  
2	See Lawrence Warner, pp.334. He explains two accepted characterizations of the Lady in modern 
scholarship, neither of which are accepted by this thesis. Instead, I propose a third model that accounts for 
the Lady’s sexual agency and centrality to the plot.  
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interpretation, which recasts her sexuality in a dominant form by labeling her as a “temptress”.3 
While this model admittedly credits the Lady her agency, it encourages a negative interpretation 
of her sexuality. She is no longer a pawn of her husband but rather a villain in her own right, 
temping the “fair one”4 and testing his chivalric qualities. These extremist approaches to 
interpreting Lady Bertilak’s seduction fail to consider how she reclaims ownership of her sexual 
power, reducing her character to a simple temptress motif. Her sophisticated sexual identity is 
constructed by her own breakage from the preconceived notions of gendered behavior.  
In the attempt to break away from these dichotomized interpretations of Lady Bertilak’s 
sexuality and to fully understand how she operates within the work, this thesis aims to reconcile 
two bodies of scholarship. First, I draw on feminist approaches to Sir Gawain and the Green Knight 
to explain the Lady’s manipulation of feminine paradigms that reposition her sexual agency. 
Furthermore, I explore the implications of her gender performativity: is Lady Bertilak actually 
empowered in the text? Or does she remain disenfranchised by gender scripts and courtly 
ideology? I argue that in order to fully understand her complexity, one must consider the competing 
religious and mythological influences of the text that are often partially overlooked in these 
feminist approaches. The Gawain-poet’s ambiguous construction of the Lady’s sexuality is 
positioned between two competing theological frameworks: Christian and Celtic. Since Sir 
Gawain and the Green Knight was first published, there has been immense debate over the 
religious interpretations and origins of the poem. While there is scholarly consensus for the validity 
of Celtic source material and for a Christianized reading of the text, never are these perspectives 
considered in unison when analyzing constructions of gender and sexuality. Ultimately, I argue 
																																																						
3 See Larry Benson’s translation of SGGK, pp. 115. In line 1549 he explicitly labels the Lady as a 
temptress.  
4 Benson translation, line 1549.	
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that Lady Bertilak’s sexuality is a unique synthesis of Christian and Celtic archetypes whose very 
construction lends her the ability to rearticulate her own sexual agency. It is only by reconciling 
these two theological frameworks that we can understand how she is both empowered and 
disempowered by her own seduction of Gawain.  
The first chapter of this thesis will discuss the Christian framework for understanding the 
temptation scenes and for characterizing Lady Bertilak’s sexuality. As the source manuscript 
Cotton Nero A.x, also contains the religious poems Cleanness, Purity, and Pearl, Sir Gawain and 
the Green Knight has been inextricably linked to Christianized readings and motifs. While this 
study will not debate for or against the collective authorship of these poems, it will accept the 
Christian elements and interpretations argued for by scholars like Morton Bloomfield and 
Catherine Cox. Specifically, this framework will consider how the temptation scenes act as an 
allegorical manifestation of the Vulgate’s Genesis, thereby designating Gawain and Lady Bertilak 
as parallels for Adam and Eve. Gawain, in what critics call his “antifeminist rant,”5 makes an 
appeal to biblical authority when explaining how men are often “beguiled” by the “wiles of 
women”.6 After being faced with the threat of feminization, Gawain aligns himself with the 
bygyled Adam figure in order to reassert his masculinity. Consequently, Gawain attempts to 
Christianize the Lady by confining her to the “Eve vs. Mary” paradigm, thereby casting her as an 
Eve-like temptress. I posit that this framework for understanding the temptation scenes, and the 
representation of the Lady’s sexual nature, is present and supported by the text, and that it is 
simultaneously functioning alongside a conflicting Celtic motif.  
																																																						
5 For a detailed explanation of Gawain’s antifeminist rant, see Batt, pp. 117.  
6 All modern English translations of SGGK, unless otherwise stated, will henceforth be drawn from J.R.R. 
Tolkien’s translation. These quotes are derived from pp. 117.		
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This discussion of the negative representations of Lady Bertilak’s sexuality directly leads 
into chapter two. Competing with these Christian allegories are the mythological motifs situated 
within the Celtic tradition. In this chapter, I outline the Celtic framework of the temptation scenes, 
arguing that the Lady is a unique manifestation of the sovereignty goddess. According to early 
Irish and Welsh myths, this goddess is “the idea of sovereignty personified as a divine female”.7 
She is the very embodiment of the essence of Ériu, or Ireland, whose purpose is to find and ritually 
unite with the rightful king of the land. She is marked by her beauty, sexual mobility, polyandry, 
and her power to bestow the notion of sacral kingship. While Lady Bertilak’s character does not 
retain the supernatural significance of the goddess, she does exhibit the thematic representations 
of her sexuality and feminine agency. I detail how the Lady aligns with the primary features of the 
goddess of sovereignty, and how that changes her characterization within the poem. Where the 
Lady’s sexuality is confined by the misogynistic implications of the Eve-archetype, it is redefined 
by this Celtic tradition. This motif allows the Lady to rearticulate her provocative sexual desire, 
providing her a space for liberation rather than condemnation.   
 Through the course of the next two chapters, I prove that the Lady’s identity is ultimately 
constructed and reconstructed by the competing Christian and Celtic paradigms for gender. Lady 
Bertilak’s ambiguity arises from her ability to fluctuate between these two predetermined models 
for her action. As Colleen Donnelly explains, “Lady Bertilak is the Celtic woman of independent 
power absorbed into the Christian culture; she retains her ability to act, but in the Christian world 
by which she is now judged, all her actions are now subject to her husband’s approval”.8 This 
reconciliation of traditions provides the Lady with a wide degree of variability when performing 
																																																						
7 Green, pp. 70. For a detailed explanation of the history and literary manifestations of the Celtic 
sovereignty goddess, see Green’s book Celtic Goddesses.   
8	pp. 285.  
5	
	
her gender identity. However, while she is able to adopt the culturally-accepted serial sexuality of 
the Celtic goddess, the patriarchal limitations of the Christian framework confine and subjugate 
her in the text. Despite her centrality to the plot of the poem and to the of testing and producing of 
Gawain’s identity, the Lady is often underestimated in scholarship. As Sharon Rowley puts it, “the 
Lady’s display of feminine wiles and gender-bending flirtations reveal not feminine desire, but the 
degree to which the tropes of femininity can be manipulated”.9 The Lady destabilizes the 
audience’s expectations of courtly gender roles and redefines what it means to be a medieval 
woman.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
																																																						
9 pp. 160. See Rowley’s article for a comprehensive analysis of the social construction of identity and 
gender in SGGK. Rowley argues that “As the Lady enacts the testing of Gawain, her multiple and shifting 
roles work in conjunction with other characters’ performances and the thematic ambiguity of the poem to 
suggest that all of their identities are purely performative” (159). 
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CHAPTER ONE: THE GENESIS OF TEMPTATION 
Introduction 
Despite the ongoing debates over sourcing and authorship, scholars have had a 
longstanding reverence of Sir Gawain and the Green Knight’s unique synthesis of literary and 
religious traditions. While the text is situated within the romance genre and bound to Arthurian 
myth, the Gawain-poet maintains a narrative structure that is overwhelmingly predicated upon 
Christianity. The poet manifests his engagement with Christian doctrine through the interactions 
of Gawain and Lady Bertilak in a series of passages deemed the “temptation scenes” which occur 
in Fitt III of the text.1 Bearing to mind the temptation and transgression of Eve in the Garden of 
Eden, these scenes act as an allegorical manifestation of the book of Genesis. I maintain that the 
Gawain-poet draws on the orthodox Medieval rendering of the “Fall” as delineated by the Latin 
text of Jerome’s Vulgate.2 However, remaining true to the language of SGGK’s audience, I 
																																																						
1	An important note should be made about the universal characterization of the Lady’s seduction scenes 
as the “temptation” scenes. In her article “A Woman Wants…,” Geraldine Heng remarks on the power 
behind this terminology: “To call a seduction a ‘temptation’ in this instance ensures that the man and the 
masculine desire are located at the center of our attention: it imagines a focal point determined by one 
gender, around which another is forced to revolve” (101). As this thesis is primarily concerned with the 
implications of the representation of gender, the removal of the power of feminine desire via this 
language must be acknowledged. In this paper, I do refer to these scenes as the “temptation scenes,” 
primarily because this linguistically strengthens my claim to the allusion to the “temptation” in Genesis. 
The academic consensus to denote this sequence as a “temptation” contributes to a Christianized 
interpretation of the text. While I agree with Heng’s argument that this term’s invocation of an 
“atmosphere of moral inquisition” regarding the Lady’s sexuality is unfair, my aim is to illustrate that 
very point. For the purpose of this chapter, the term “temptation” effectively encapsulates the dangerous 
implications of this religious reading. Ultimately, since the poet does not designate this term themself, 
and since this thesis does not argue for a single religious interpretation of the text, I will continue to refer 
to these as episodes of temptation. 
2	The Vulgate Bible referenced in this thesis is The book of Wisdom, the Greek text, the Latin Vulgate, 
with chapter and verse numbers cited in the text. Jerome’s Vulgate, as opposed to other translations of the 
Bible, is used because of its popularity and familiarity with the audience of this period. Middle English 
(ME) translations of the Vulgate will be derived from the Wycliffite Bible. According to Elizabeth 
Solopova, this version is “the first full translation of the Vulgate into English, produced by the followers 
of the Oxford theologian John Wyclif (ca. 1324-1384) in the last third of the fourteenth century” (333). 
This version is used in comparison with the ME text of SGGK in order to give the most accurate 
7	
	
primarily compare the Middle English text with the Wycliffte Bible, which was translated and 
popularized around the same time as the poem.  
 As we shall see, the striking similarities between the temptations of Lady Bertilak and Eve 
propose a misogynistic application of the biblical “woman-as-temptress” motif. This exegetical 
approach to understanding these scenes foregrounds the complexity of understanding Lady 
Bertilak’s sexuality.3 However, while her associations to Eden and Eve are undeniable, the Lady’s 
depiction is not confined to these biblical evocations of gender. While her sexuality is being 
defined by the patriarchal traditions within this Christian framework, it is simultaneously being 
redefined by the also-present Celtic archetypes explored in the next chapter. Thus, the temptation 
scenes act as a literary site for the exploration and reconfiguration of gender and feminine 
sexuality. Within the context of this chapter, I argue that the representation of Lady Bertilak’s 
gender is predicated upon the Christian temptress motif which posits her sexual power as 
manipulative and dangerous. Furthermore, alignment with the Vulgate’s Eve extends Lady 
Bertilak a false sense of sexual dominance that complicates notions of her agency. By aligning the 
Lady and her seduction with Eve’s temptation, the Gawain-poet establishes a basis of blame that 
ultimately casts her sexuality as both threatening and submissive.  
																																																						
representation of Lady Bertilak’s alignment with Eve, as medieval audiences would have interpreted it. 
All subsequent Modern English translations/references to the Vulgate derive from the Douay-Rheims 
translation. 
3	M. Mills explains that, within this approach to the text, “the events of a fictitious narrative are held to 
stand for points in the Christian faith” (483). An application of this perspective assumes that one must 
fully understand these allusions in order to garner the full significance of the text. In terms of SGGK, I 
argue that this approach, while not necessarily superior to other approaches, is necessary for 
understanding how Lady Bertilak operates and redefines her role as a courtly woman. By employing the 
Lady as a manifestation of the Eve-temptress, the Gawain-poet complicates the notion of her sexual 
agency and thus her control over the seduction. As I will explore later in this chapter, the exegetical 
approach inquires us to question her intentions and her Christian morality. 
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Some recent feminist critics, namely Catherine Cox and Geraldine Heng, have related Lady 
Bertilak’s temptation to Christian patristic tradition, yet none have fully detailed its parallels to the 
Edenic temptation in Genesis. While Cox identifies the Lady as the “archetypal and generic 
temptress” Eve, the crux of her argument focuses on Gawain’s “antifeminist diatribe,” rather than 
on the seduction episodes themselves and their direct relation to the Edenic fall (379).4 Moreover, 
while Heng explores the nature of the Lady’s actions within these scenes, she fails to explain how 
they operate within a larger Christian framework. In order to fully comprehend how Lady Bertilak 
functions as a manifestation of the temptress motif, one must integrate Heng’s exploration of the 
Lady’s feminine desire with Cox’s preliminary analysis of SGGK’s allusions to Genesis. 
 
A Medieval Take on a Biblical Archetype 
Within the exegetical tradition, the “woman-as-temptress” motif originates from Eve’s role 
in the Edenic Fall, which medieval orthodox Christians interpreted as a “narrative of temptation 
and transgression”.5 Under the instruction of the serpent, Eve takes the fruit of the tree in medio 
paradisi and gives it to Adam, against the direct commandment of God (Genesis: 3-6). Despite his 
own complicity in defying God’s will, Adam is ultimately exonerated because of Eve’s deception.6 
Thus, fitting the binary good versus evil paradigm, Eve is cast as the proverbial perpetrator and 
																																																						
4 See Cox pp. 379. 
5 Ibid. pp. 379. 
6 This interpretation of the Genesis story can be found in 1 Timothy 2:14, which reads: et Adam non est 
seductus: mulier autem seducta in prævaricatione fuit (and Adam was not disseyued, but the womman 
was disseyued, in breking of the lawe). This line clearly differentiates between Adam and Eve, the mulier, 
when placing blame for expulsion from Eden. The syntactical construction of this verse indicates that Eve 
was the one who broke the law rather than Adam, meaning she is ultimately at fault. This line fails to 
account for the serpent’s moral influence, rather it places blame solely on Eve and her seduction. By 
aligning the Lady with this negative characterization of Eve, the poet implies the danger that her sexuality 
poses to Gawain’s purity. 
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awarded blame for the Fall. By considering the temptation sequence as an extended parallel of the 
book of Genesis, I will first illustrate how the Gawain-poet characterizes Lady Bertilak as an 
exemplar of the Eve-archetype originating in Chapter 3 of the Vulgate’s Genesis. In further 
exploration on the implications of this temptress narrative, I also consider the degree of control the 
Lady has over her own sexual actions. Operating as a manifestation of Genesis, the temptation 
sequence adopts the same intricate power dynamics that underlie the moral inquisition of Eve in 
their representation of the Lady. As Eve’s actions are influenced by the serpent, the Lady is 
persuaded by her husband. Both women provoke interesting questions of responsibility in their 
paradoxical representations. However, the pervasiveness of this biblical framework is not limited 
merely to Lady Bertilak, rather it also extends to Gawain in his emulation of the Adam figure. In 
his misogynistic rant in Fitt IV, Gawain compares himself to the bygyled Adam who fell victim to 
the manipulative wyles of wymmen [2415-16]. As a later exploration of this speech asserts, Gawain 
relies on this mythic notion that women are inherently threatening to the wellbeing of men. In 
effect, the poem’s application of the Christian framework of temptation as presented in Genesis 
posits Lady Bertilak as dangerous and further implies the duplicity of her sexuality.  
The biblical allusions within the temptation scenes are first established when the Lady 
enters Gawain’s room during his first night in Haudesert. As the Lady “stepped stilly, & stel to his 
bedde,” laying down beside him, Gawain signs himself with the cross [1191, 1202]. This action of 
signing the cross is extremely important because it precedes the physical intimacy between Gawain 
and Lady Bertilak. Considering the poet’s emphasis on Gawain’s clannes and pite, it becomes 
clear that Gawain is attempting to protect himself against the desire of his own flesh [653-4]. Thus, 
this sign becomes more than a physical manifestation of the Christian tradition, it acts as protection 
against the crossing of boundaries between the two characters. Gawain’s immediate reaction to the 
10	
	
Lady’s initiation of desire is to emulate the purity of Christ. Therefore, intimacy and religious 
tradition are intertwined, even from the first act of seduction. However, this scene also 
foreshadows the inverted power dynamics underlying their sexual encounter. Within the medieval 
romance tradition, women were conventionally the subjects of male desire, positioned more as 
objects than as beings with agency.7 In this poem, however, Lady Bertilak seizes and exerts her 
feminine desire in a traditionally masculine manner. Positioning herself in control of the seduction, 
Lady Bertilak inverts this paradigm of gendered interaction which foregrounds the poem's allusion 
to the Vulgate Genesis. The Lady’s atypical redistribution of power mirrors that of Eve in her 
temptation of Adam. 
    The Fall of Man is regarded as the origin for the archetypal temptress motif. As Lady Bertilak 
tempts Gawain with her body, Eve tempts her husband into eating the fruit of the forbidden tree in 
Eden. Operating under the encouragement of the serpent, Eve first eats the fruit of the tree and 
then gives it to Adam.8 God then asks Adam what has inspired his defiance: “The woman whom 
																																																						
7	Jane Burns details the social positioning of women within the courtly love paradigm. The courtly lady 
was thought to be the pinnacle of virtue and morality. Within these romances, women were both 
fetishized and idealized for their purity. Viewed by their male counterparts as prizes to be won, female 
sexuality was symbolic capital to the aristocratic man. In her essay, Burns explores how “the medieval 
tradition advances an ideology of femininity that disempowers women in love while claiming to empower 
them” (24). While these feminocentric myths seemed to elevate women by placing them in the center of 
courtly love scenarios, they actually aestheticize them while masking their displacement in society. In the 
context of this chapter, however, Lady Bertilak complicates this established amorous paradigm. Instead of 
adhering to the submissive role prescribed by this romantic paradigm, the Lady instead adopts the 
masculine role in their sexual encounter. 
8	The Latin states: vidit igitur mulier quod bonum esset lignum ad vescendum et pulchrum oculis 
aspectuque delectabile et tulit de fructu illius et comedit deditque viro suo qui comedit (Thanne the 
woman saiȝ that the tree were good, and swete for to ete, and fayre to the eiȝen and delitable in the siȝt; 
and she toke of the fruyt of it, and ete) [Genesis 3:6]. From these lines it is clear that Eve is the first to 
actively commit the sin. As mentioned in previously in note 4, medieval audiences interpreted Eve as 
responsible for the Fall because of this role. 
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thow ȝaue me felow, ȝaue to me of the tree, and I ete” (Genesis 3:12).9 Wycliffe’s translation 
indicates Adam’s passivity in receiving the fruit. The Middle English (ME) “ȝaue to me,” meaning 
“gave to me,” reveals that Eve is the dominant actor and the one to exert her influence over Adam.10 
God’s verbiage when expelling the couple from Eden also implicates Eve’s blame for the original 
sin; God says to Adam: “For thow hast herd the voif of thi wijf, and thow hast etun of the tree, of 
the which I comaundide thee that thow shuldist not etun, cursid is the erthe in thi werk; in traueyls 
thow shalt ete of it alle the daies of thi lijf” (Genesis 3:17, emphasis herd). The phrase “for thow 
hast herd the voif of thi wijf” implies that Adam was merely following his wife’s command, which 
is considered an act punishable by God.11 Medieval theologians believed that Eve was responsible 
for Adam’s sin, since she took the initial action herself. While the original Latin makes no 
discernable assertions that Eve is a “temptress” in the Garden, medieval translations, like the 
Wycliffte, overemphasize and reconstruct her manipulative nature.12 As SGGK’s audience would 
have been familiar with these assumptions, they would have seen the obvious parallels to Lady 
Bertilak’s character.  
																																																						
9	Latin text:  dixitque Adam mulier quam dedisti sociam mihi dedit mihi de ligno et comedi. 
10	According to this Middle English Dictionary (MED) entry, ȝaue or ȝave is a variation of the verb 
“gifan,” meaning “to give”. This implication of this translation is that Eve led Adam to sin, arguably 
making Eve responsible for the Fall. 
11	While the primary definition of herd is “to hear,” a entry 6 states another meaning, “(b) to obey (a 
command, law, words, voice); follow (advice or counsel)”. Considering Adam’s subsequent action in 
committing the sin proposed by his wife, this is the most accurate translation for this line. 
12	Jean Higgins details the “theological literature of patristic, medieval and modern periods [that] show a 
deep-seated and widespread conviction that Eve tempted Adam to commit the first sin,” effectively 
making her the first temptress. She ultimately asserts that Gen 3:6b offers no grounds for this 
interpretation and that the “presuppositions and cultural expectations” of these various commentators 
unfairly deem her as manipulative. I agree with Higgins’ assertion, however I argue that the Wycliffte 
translation exhibits some of the “presuppositions” that she mentions, which effectively paint Eve as this 
archetypal temptress. 
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By analyzing the temptation episodes as they function within this exegetical tradition, we 
see how Lady Bertilak is configured to align with the medieval rendering of Eve. As it becomes 
evident within these scenes, the Lady, rather than Gawain, performs the duties of the medieval 
courtier. On the first night, the Lady steals into Gawain’s room and explicitly offers him her body: 
“Ȝe ar welcum to my cors, / Yowre awen won to wale” [1237-8].13 Occupying the typically-male 
role in the seduction, the Lady is able to engage with Gawain in a way that her courtly role would 
not normally permit. Instead, Gawain is the feminized actor, submissive in her attempts to “fondet 
hym ofte” [1549].14 Within each of the bedroom scenes, Lady Bertilak continues to seduce Gawain 
with love-making. Like Eve in her temptation of Adam, the Lady functions as the sexually 
dominant actor that provokes the moral consequences that befall Gawain as a result of his test. 
Because she operates within Eve’s notorious religious legacy, Lady Bertilak becomes the 
proverbial “temptress” that is responsible for testing Gawain’s moral purity.  
    However, more interesting are the ways that this Christian motif allows for the perpetuation of 
patriarchal ideologies surrounding feminine sexuality. In one sense, this religious framework lends 
a misogynistic interpretation of the Lady, as represented by the duplicitous nature of the temptress 
motif. In many ways, the Lady is confined to and disempowered by the male figures in the poem. 
Her utility in the poem is often limited to the degree to which she functions as the tester and 
scapegoat for Gawain’s moral lapses. In the final Fitt, when the Green Knight reveals himself as 
Lady Bertilak’s husband, the Lady is not present and seemingly forgotten for the remainder of the 
																																																						
13	According to Tolkien's translation: To my body will you welcome be/ Of delight to take your fill (49, p. 
70). 
14	The full passage according to Tolkien’s translation: “Thus she tested and tried him, tempting him often, 
/ so as to allure him to love-making, whatever lay in her heart.” (83). “Fondet”, according to the MED, 
can mean “to put to test or trial” or “to tempt to evil”. 
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text. Because of the ambiguity surrounding her degree of submission and independence from her 
husband, the nature of her agency is unclear. Regardless, she is subject to the authority of her 
husband, at least in a marital sense, which limits the scope of her actions. She is subjected to 
masculine forces and often blamed for her own sexual desire and seduction. Bertilak expresses this 
plainly to Gawain, noting: “We schal yow wel acorde, / Þat watz your enmy kene” [2405-6]. Here, 
the Lady is set up in direct opposition to Gawain’s moral integrity and labeled as his “enemy”. 
Rendering her according to Christianity’s Eve, the Lady becomes the manipulative and deceptive 
temptress sent to destroy Gawain’s morality.  
 
Temptation as Test for Morality 
    Foregrounding this allegorical application of the temptress narrative is the mythic “test” motif. 
While it is clear that Lady Bertilak is a manifestation of the Edenic Eve, there are also structural 
similarities that arise between the biblical Fall and the temptation of Sir Gawain. In order to explore 
these parallels, I first explain how Gawain acts as the Adam-figure. First, I would like to make a 
distinction between the “biblical” Adam and the “Adam-figure”. As Cox explains, “Gawain aligns 
himself not with the biblical Adam per se, but with the texts and traditions that create and sustain 
‘Adam’ as a figure of the good man seduced”.15 Similar to the “temptress” Eve-figure constructed 
by medieval theologians, the Adam-figure is predicated upon the purity of Christian morality.  
The poet first constructs this virtuous image of Gawain in Fitt II when detailing the 
“pentangel de-paynt of pure golde hweȝ” on his shield [620]. The pentangle, a symbol of trawþe, 
is equated with its “ancient significance of perfection” [625].16 Constructed numerically, the never-
																																																						
15 See Cox pp. 378. 
16	This characterization of the pentangle comes from Stephanie Hollis’s article, page 273. She argues that 
Gawain attempts to present himself as the “perfect knight subverted to evil; the blameless victim of a 
14	
	
ending pentangle is comprised of five interlocking points: the wytteȝ, fyngres, woundeȝ, ioyeȝ, and 
the fyft fyue, [640-51]. Most importantly are the fyft fyue, or the virtues that constitute the ideal 
virtues of a knight: fraunchyse, felaȝschyp, clannes, cortaysye, and pite [652-4].17 Historically, 
there has been a divergence in the scholarship on the pentangle. Some critics have posited that the 
poet “explicitly states that the pentangle is a fitting symbol for Gawain,” while others contend that 
it merely indicates “the reputation of Gawain”.18 I argue for the latter interpretation.  
While some translations embellish the poet’s praises and exaltations of Gawain, the 
original ME makes no such explicit assertions for Gawain’s character. Tolkien, for example, 
translates the following line: “& ȝe ar knyȝt com-lokest kyd of your elde” as “and you are the 
knight of most noble renown in our age” [1520; p.81]. While Tolkien’s description seems to apply 
the rigid moral application of pentangle symbolism, it actually strays from the original meaning of 
the text. Larry Benson, however, provides a much more authentic translation: “and ye are knight 
most comely known of your age”.19 This passage is one example of how translated versions of this 
text can skew the poet’s original intent, similar to early translations of the Bible. Therefore, in line 
with the original text, I consider the pentangle as a symbol for Gawain’s reputation as a perfect 
																																																						
scheming woman; a fallible human being prone to evil” (271). However, she warns us against taking 
Gawain’s argument at face value, claiming that his character is not as perfect as the text suggests. Rather 
he fails because of his cowardice and inability to take action. 
17	Tolkien translates the five points as: the senses, fingers, Wounds of Christ, Joys, and virtues. Among 
these five virtues were free-giving, friendliness, chastity, chivalry, and piety. 
18	The former position is taken up by Gerald Morgan who argues that “Gawain is the perfect 
representative of Christian chivalry” (782). He contends that Gawain’s actions embody these virtues to 
the degree that human behavior can imitate perfection. Morgan explains that even the Green Knight 
recognizes Gawain’s morality (in lines 2363-65) while also admitting the blame he should receive for his 
lapses (in line 2366). However, Stephanie Hollis, mentioned in note 13, argues for an antithetical 
interpretation of the pentangle symbolism. She resists the notion that the pentangle stands in for Gawain’s 
excellence, rather she argues that he is merely “recognized as being purely virtuous” (273). She claims 
that Gawain’s identity is defined but not measured by these virtues. 
19 See Benson, pp. 113. 
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knight and a good man, rather than his “supreme moral excellence”.20 It is for this reason that I 
also contend that Gawain represents the medieval figure of Adam, rather than the biblical Adam.  
Gawain very explicitly aligns himself with the Adam-figure in what is notoriously 
considered his “antifeminist diatribe”.21 Upon discovering his host’s true identity, Gawain 
launches into a self-defensive speech where he blames his mysses22 on the Lady’s seduction 
[2391]. Relying on this misogynistic rhetoric of deception, Gawain casts Lady Bertilak as the 
deceptive temptress established by Eve in the Edenic Fall. Appealing to this exegetical tradition, 
Gawain considers himself the bygyled Adam figure whose fate was unfairly sealed by the wyles of 
wymmen [2415-16]. While some critics have contended that this speech is uncharacteristic of 
Gawain, considering his virtuous nature, feminist critiques have countered that “the diatribe is not 
only in character, but actually constitutes [the] character...of the fully reintegrated knight”.23 I fully 
uphold this argument, offering that Gawain powerfully assigns blame to the Lady by situating 
himself within the Old Testament tradition. He effectively shifts his own fault to the Lady by 
scapegoating her into assuming responsibility for his moral negligence, as outlined by the Genesis 
narrative. However, as Heng notes, Gawain fails to realize that this “inadvertently registers an 
implicit assumption that ultimate power over men’s actions and destinies rests with women--an 
assumption useful to feminist readings”.24 Therefore, while Gawain attempts to undermine 
feminine desire by appealing to medieval antifeminism, he does, to a degree, emphasize the power 
																																																						
20 See Morgan, pp. 787. 
21 For more on Gawain’a antifeminist diatribe, refer to Heng’s “Feminine Knots and the Other Sir Gawain 
and the Green Knight” and Fisher’s “Taken Men and Token Women in Sir Gawain and the Green 
Knight”.  
22	The MED glosses mysses as “sin, sinfulness”. 
23 See Fisher, pp. 92. 
24 See Heng’s “Feminine Knots…”, pp. 512.	
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of women’s actions. It serves then that the very mechanisms used to disempower women could, in 
some ways, actually emphasize their power.  
As we have seen through the biblical parallels to Gawain and the Lady, the temptation 
sequence operates as an allegorical manifestation of Genesis. However, some critics may be 
skeptical of this argument given the sexual nature of the temptation as is exhibited in SGGK. At 
first glance, the Vulgate’s Genesis, and Eve’s temptation, seem to be of a non-sexual nature. 
According to the Latin, Eve tulit de fructu illius et comedit deditque viro suo qui comedit (took the 
fruit of it and gave it to her husband who did eat; Genesis 3:6). While “original sin” is not explicitly 
described in a sexual manner, verses preceding and following the act hint at a sexual interpretation. 
Genesis 2:25 states that: erant autem uterque nudi Adam scilicet et uxor eius et non erubescebant 
(And they were both naked: to wit, Adam and his wife and were not ashamed). The couple’s 
naivety surrounding their nakedness suggests an almost platonic quality to their interactions 
preceding the sin. Moreover, following the transgression, aperti sunt oculi amborum cumque 
cognovissent esse se nudos (their eyes were opened and they realized that they were naked) and 
they were ashamed (Genesis 3:7, 10). The realization of their nakedness is in implicit reference to 
their exposure to sex. Their loss of innocence succeeding the sin made them cognizant of the major 
physical quality of sexual intimacy. Therefore, the Lady’s sexual temptation of Gawain may have 
more biblical inspiration than critics have previously admitted.  
Both of these temptation narratives, sexual or not, ultimately employ the “test” motif. In 
Genesis, tests abound. God tests his creations; the serpent tests Eve and Eve tests Adam. In each 
of these biblical tests is the evaluation of Christian virtue. Sin is tempted, and moral consequences 
follow. The same structural test materializes in SGGK when Lady Bertilak tempts Gawain with 
her body. The poem, however, adds another layer to Gawain’s moral judgement, testing him on 
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both his Christian and knightly virtue. Nonetheless, the Lady remains directly at the center of these 
trials, driving both the plot and Gawain’s actions.  
 
Complications of Agency 
Another interesting commonality between Genesis and the Temptation Scenes is the 
contradictory manifestation of women’s agency. As we have seen, both Eve and Lady Bertilak 
seem to occupy the “dominant” role in their respective temptations. Foregrounding each narrative 
is the question of “control”: to what degree are each of these women responsible for their actions? 
I suggest that they are only given sexual agency insomuch as it will allow for the establishment of 
blame. In effect, the influence they are awarded over the men in their situations overshadow the 
complex power dynamics at hand. While Eve and the Lady are the ones “in control,” they are 
simultaneously being controlled by other characters. Ignoring this is rhetorically powerful, because 
it perpetuates the ideological notion that women cannot be trusted and that their sexual power 
posits a threat to men. However, it ultimately fails to consider how their agency exists only as a 
function of their moral defamation.   
The medieval construction of the “woman-as-temptress” motif emphasizes Eve’s agency 
in order to absolve Adam of blame. By casting her as solely responsible for the Fall, Eve is offered 
up as a symbolic scapegoat for the immorality of man. This misogynistic interpretation, which 
Gawain adopts later in his speech, is highlighted in the New Testament: “and Adam was not 
disseyued25, but the womman was disseyued, in breking of the lawe” (1 Timothy 
																																																						
25	According to the MED, “disseyued” is a variation of “deceiven,” meaning to “to deceive”. Looking to 
the third entry, it can also mean “to be misled; to go astray”. As this sentence is constructed, this line 
means: Adam was not the one deceived, but the woman was deceived, into the breaking of the law. This 
interpretation implicates Eve in the crime and serves to absolve Adam from blame. This line directly 
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2:14).  Paradoxically, even though Eve is viewed as “in control” in this narrative, she is actually 
subject to the serpent’s will. When God asks the woman “Whi didst thow that?” she replies with, 
“The eddre bigilide me, and Y ete” (Genesis 3:13). If we consider the serpent’s role in the 
temptation of man, the notion of responsibility becomes complicated. From Eve’s perspective, she 
was tricked and tempted herself. The argument follows then that if medieval theologians absolve 
Adam of blame because he was tempted, they must extend the same courtesy to Eve. Yet, we are 
met with a conflicting portrayal of Eve’s character. It is not just Eve herself who acknowledges 
this inconsistency in agency, in 2 Corinthians it is written that: “But Y drede, lest as the serpent 
disseyuede Eue with his sutil fraude, so youre wittis ben corrupt, and fallen doun fro the 
symplenesse that is in Crist” (11:3). Thus, while Eve does play the dominant role in deceiving 
Adam, her agency is in part dismantled by a masculine force.  
Keeping this theme in mind, we must approach Lady Bertilak with similar contentions 
against her alleged agency. After Gawain discovers the true identity of the Green Knight, Bertilak 
explains that his wife’s seduction was all part of a larger scheme to test Arthur’s court. In his 
confession, Bertilak explains that:  
 
Now know I wel þy cosses, and þy costes als, 
And þe wowyng of my wyf: I wroȝt hit myseluen. 
I sende hir to asay þe, and sothly me þynkkez 
On þe fautlest freke þat euer on fote ȝede. [2362-5] 
 
																																																						
states that Adam was not led astray (by the serpent), but that Eve was. This constructed Eve as 
blameworthy, thus establishing a basis for later medieval misogynistic translations of the Fall. 
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From these lines we see the same pattern of power governing the Lady’s sexual behavior. As Eve 
was being influenced by the serpent, the Lady was being instructed by her husband. Thus, the 
representation of female sexuality becomes extremely complicated, especially if we consider the 
role of Bertilak. The limitations of the text prevent us from truly understanding the degree to which 
the Lady’s choices are made of her own free will. From these lines, we see that Bertilak “sende 
her” to Gawain, and that he knew of the “wowyng of [his] wfy,” but we do not have the Lady’s 
perspective for corroboration or contradiction. Judging from what the poet provides us, we see that 
while the Lady poses a direct threat to Gawain’s moral purity, her manipulation is being controlled 
by a masculine actor. The Lady, as the poet portrays her, is then doubly positioned within the text, 
elevated by her own reclamation of feminine agency, but ultimately subjugated and tamed by 
masculine forces. 
    Another parallel worth mentioning is the exegetical notion that the husband holds dominion 
over the wife. From Bertilak’s words above, we see that he exerted control over his wife’s actions. 
He tells her to tempt Gawain, despite their marriage, and she follows. This patriarchal ideal actually 
has Edenic associations. When God is punishing Eve after the Fall, he says to her: “I shal multiply 
thi myseses and thi conceyuyngis; in sowre thow shalt bere, children; and thow shalt be vndre 
power of thi man, and he shal haue lordship of thee” (Genesis 3:16). According to this myth, Eve 
will be subjected to her husband’s power, much like the Lady is under Bertilak’s command. This 
would further promote the reading that the Lady’s agency is limited and that her characterization 
as “dangerous” is unfair considering her position. 
    However, masculinity is not the only threat to Lady Bertilak’s authority. The brief mention of 
Morgan le Fay’s plot introduces another layer that further complicates notions of feminine agency 
at work in the poem. After revealing his identity and the truth of his wife’s seduction, Bertilak 
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confesses that he was merely operating “Þurȝ myȝt of Morgne la Faye” [2446]. According to him, 
this “auncian lady,” jealous of the honorable renown of her half-brother Arthur, deceived Gawain 
in attempt to frighten Queen Guinevere [2457-66].26 While the revelation of Morgan’s role in 
orchestrating Gawain’s test changes the moral implications of the temptation, it is important to 
note that her influence is completely devalued by the text.27 In all 2530 lines of the poem, Morgan 
is referenced in only one passage comprised of a mere 20 lines. On one hand, this role as generator 
of the plot elevates her function within the text.28 Morgan is responsible for driving the events of 
the narrative and for judging the morality of the Round Table. However, despite assigning Morgan 
this power, the poet ultimately displaces her by virtually removing her from the narrative 
altogether. Instead, the poet focuses on test itself and the moral consequences it poses for Gawain, 
allowing for the perpetuation of these patriarchal Christian ideologies.29 
    Furthermore, Morgan’s centrality to the plot of the poem changes our conception of Lady 
Bertilak’s sexual agency. If we analyze her textual significance, in spite of her marginalization, 
																																																						
26	As Tolkien translates: “She put this magic upon me to deprive you of your wits, / In hope Guinivere to 
hurt, that she in horror might die / Aghast at that glamoury that gruesomely spake / With its head in its 
hand before the high table” (p. 118-9). 
27	Sheila Fisher argues that: “By ignoring Morgan’s agency in order to concentrate on Gawain’s moral 
dilemma and Bertilak’s attempts to resolve it, these critics implicitly align themselves with and therefore 
read from Gawain’s perspective. The assumption of this perspective amounts to a feigned ignorance that 
replicates, in the critical tradition, the deliberate marginalization of Morgan in the text.” (71). 
28	Fisher also asserts that: “Morgan and the Lady exercise a function and a power that their historical 
counterparts did not often enjoy: they either participate in or are ultimately responsible for all the many 
contracts made throughout the poem. They generate the plot by functioning as the central generators of 
systems of exchange” (72). The Lady, operating as an extension of Morgan, wields her own sexual power 
in the situation set out my Morgan. While they are separate entities, they act together in the overarching 
narrative of desire that foregrounds Gawain’s test. Morgan constructs the events that Lady Bertilak later 
enacts. In this sense, their power as female agents within the poem is given considerable textual 
significance. 
29	Aligning with the temptress-motif’s dichotomous representation of female agency, Morgan le Fay’s 
power is also devalued within the text. Fisher goes on to explain that: “The poem assigns such power to 
the Lady and finally to Morgan in order to invert and deny it by figuring them as the disrupters of male 
homosocial bonds” (72). 
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we see that Morgan complicates the Lady’s temptation in a number of ways. As Sheila Fisher 
explains, Morgan “is at the narrative and thematic center of the poem” and the Lady functions “as 
her intermediary, accomplishing the hero’s testing”.30 First, by placing Morgan in control of 
Bertilak, and therefore the Lady, the poet reconfigures previously established notions of the Lady’s 
sexual dominion over Gawain. Once the audience sees that Morgan is the driving force behind the 
temptation, rather than Bertilak or the Lady, doubts against the power of feminine agency are 
quelled. Aligning with this perspective, the Lady is no longer just subordinate to her husband, but 
also to Morgan, thus restructuring the power of femininity once again. Even though the Lady is no 
longer in complete control of the temptation, Morgan’s agency proves that a woman occupies a 
position of dominance. 
Secondly, her influence reaffirms the misogynistic ideals of the Christian temptress motif. 
Here, Morgan is positioned as the ultimate authority over Gawain’s dilemma, rather than Bertilak. 
Before mentioning Morgan’s role, the poet implied that the Lady’s seduction was coordinated by 
her husband. However, by deemphasizing his role as a masculine actor, Bertilak is portrayed as 
Morgan’s pawn. Thus, the Christian notion that women pose a threat to the morality of man is 
reiterated. Together, Morgan and the Lady threaten the political and moral stabilization of Arthur’s 
court. According to Fisher, “Once the poem has demonstrated that women constitute a threat to 
the chivalric code that is simultaneously sexual, political, and economic, it attempts to erase that 
threat by reasserting the values of Christian chivalry and of feudalism and by marginalizing 
Morgan”.31 Ultimately, the poet’s “empowerment” of these female characters is simultaneously 
the means used to demonstrate the dangerous nature of their feminine desire. Thus, the Lady can 
																																																						
30 See Fisher, pp. 72.  
31 Ibid. pp. 72.	
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not be fully understood without analyzing her relation to Morgan le Fey or with her connection to 
the Eve-as-temptress archetype.  
    As the temptation scenes operate according to this operative Christian framework, we must 
consider the effects of representing female sexuality in this paradoxical manner. First, Lady 
Bertilak’s alignment with the medieval Eve-figure simultaneously casts her sexuality as dangerous 
yet submissive. On one hand the Lady fully embodies the temptress archetype by performing the 
dominant role in the bedroom scenes, engaging in the language of seduction and initiating the 
physical acts of love. As with Eve, this exposes the Lady to blame for the potential moral 
consequences of the man she is influencing. If she were not “in control,” she would not be able to 
serve as the scapegoat for Gawain’s failure. However, this notion that the Lady is fully controlling 
the situation is inaccurate. Once we learn of Bertilak’s orchestration of the temptation, it becomes 
clear that the Lady’s sexuality is given a false sense of agency. Rather than making these amorous 
decisions independently, the Lady is influenced both by her husband and by Morgan le Fey. 
Overall, this Christianized interpretation reveals the contradictory interpretations that can exist 
within a single tradition. As we engage further with the details of the “woman-as-temptress” motif, 
we see that the Lady’s sexuality is ultimately cast as both duplicitous and submissive. She is both 
in control and out of control, dangerous and weak. By situating the poem within this religious 
tradition, the poet perpetuates the patriarchal ideologies that contribute to the suppression of 
female sexuality.  
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CHAPTER TWO: THE SOVEREIGNTY OF TEMPTATION 
Introduction 
In chapter one, I explored the poem’s application of the Christian exegetical framework 
and the parallels it lends to SGGK’s characters and motifs. Lady Bertilak’s alignment with the 
Eve-archetype disempowers her feminine agency by implicating her as sexually deceptive and 
threatening to Gawain’s virtue. Attending only to these biblical parallels, the text seems to confine 
the Lady’s sexual identity and limits her to a misogynistic interpretation. However, while the 
Christian influence is apparent throughout the text, there is a competing mythological model that 
contradicts this established characterization of the Lady’s sexuality. Operating as a manifestation 
of the Celtic sovereignty goddess, Lady Bertilak is able to rearticulate her role in the courtly 
relationship and reclaim the power that is usually denied to her because of her gender. By analyzing 
the Lady’s character as an amalgamation of Christian and Celtic traditions, we can begin to 
understand the complexity of her sexuality and feminine agency.  
While there is immense criticism on the Irish Celtic source material for the text, there are 
several gaps in the literature specifically concerning the Lady. Morton Bloomfield gives a short 
history of scholarship that focuses on the Celtic folklore elements in SGGK in his famous survey 
of the work. He explains that the first assertion of these origins came from Miss Weston, who “in 
her early treatment of the Gawain figure, suggested that Gawain was originally a sun hero and was 
related to the Irish hero Cuchulinn”.1 While Weston’s research was limited in scope, it sparked a 
precedent for exploring cross-cultural influences and traditions appropriated by the Gawain-poet. 
She also draws a particularly important parallel between Gawain and the mythic Irish hero who is 
																																																						
1 See Bloomfield, pp. 12. 
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continuously visited by the sovereignty goddess. This comparison between Lady Bertilak and the 
Celtic goddess of sovereignty is the foundation of this chapter’s gender analysis.  
Bloomfield explains that “In 1916 Kittredge wrote a brilliant book on the Irish and Old 
French sources or analogues of Sir Gawain, dividing the narrative into two main themes: the 
Beheading or Challenge and the Temptation,” which further strengthens the assertion that the poet 
draws on Irish motifs.2 While Kittredge’s analysis of these two narrative structures is far more 
exhaustive than Weston’s, his work falls short in two ways. First, he primarily focuses on finding 
specific sources for these themes rather than offering a comparative analysis of their literary 
functions. For example, the crux of his argument regarding the justifications in origin for the 
Beheading Game focuses on historical, rather than a literary analysis.3 He pays less attention to 
the structural details of the theme and more to hypothetically reconstructed sources, ultimately 
asserting that Fled Bricrenn is the most valid origin. His establishment of the Celtic framework 
for the text is far more important to this thesis than the overall conclusion of his book. He indeed 
paves the metaphorical way for later scholars to prove these thematic parallels. Secondly, his 
discussion of the Temptation largely ignores the Lady and her uniquely positioned sexuality. In 
fact, Kittredge actually argues against the assertion that SGGK exhibits qualities of the Celtic myth 
“where a fee or goddess entices her chosen hero to her other-world abode, eager for his love,” 
																																																						
2 See Ibid, pp. 12.  
3	Kittredge raises a notable concern with the current body of mythic scholarship that I think should be 
mentioned in the context of this thesis. We should not overemphasize the poet’s intent when analyzing 
these elements. He argues that the author is not appropriating these ritual elements and “using them for 
deliberate effect to an audience” (14). Even if he were, that would be nearly impossible to prove. Rather, 
we should consider the implications of these myths as they function within the text. In summary, my 
argument is not to prove the Gawain-poet’s intentional application of the sovereignty-goddess motif; 
rather I aim to demonstrate how the Lady functions within this Celtic tradition, and how that allows her to 
rearticulate her sexual agency. 
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arguing for a larger French influence.4 It was not until the late 1930s that authors began to analyze 
the mythic quality of these poetic elements.1   
Overall, while various scholars have shown that SGGK is undoubtedly indebted to the 
Celtic tradition, they have yet to consider how Lady Bertilak exemplifies the goddess of 
sovereignty motif. According to Miranda Green’s research on Irish mythology: “The idea of 
sovereignty personified as a divine female is an extremely persistent tradition in early Irish myth. 
She was the goddess of the land, the spirit or essence of Ireland itself, and on her depended the 
fortunes, fertility and prosperity of her territory.”5 While the goddess appears in the form of a 
female woman, her deity and power expands far beyond her human capabilities. She is more than 
just a character; she is, in fact, Ireland herself. Green’s chapter details the fundamental elements 
of this motif, all of which appear in SGGK. Guided by Green’s comprehensive research, I will first 
demonstrate how Lady Bertilak functions as a manifestation of the sovereignty goddess. Second, 
I will show how the poet’s reliance on this Celtic tradition allows the Lady to reconstruct her sexual 
identity and reclaim the agency denied to her by medieval Christianity.  
 
A Goddess of Sexual Mobility  
Perhaps the most notable quality of the sovereignty goddess is her capacious sensuality. 
Green remarks that: “The goddess of sovereignty as personification of the land was responsible 
for its fertility, and this role was symbolized by her apparent sexual promiscuity and polyandry.”6 
In these Celtic myths, the goddess consistently takes on the dominant sexual role in approaching 
and seducing the mortal hero. Rather than becoming the recipient or object of male desire, “she 
																																																						
4 See Kittredge, pp.78. 
5 See Green, pp. 70.  
6 See Green, pp. 71.		
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was the initiator of the contact and the instigator of crossing barriers.7 We see this promiscuity 
exhibited in countless representations of the sovereignty goddess. In the famous Serglige Con 
Culainn, or The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind, an Otherworldly woman named Fand visits Cú 
Chulaind in a dream and intoxicates him with her love.8 Fand, who has been watching Cú Chulaind 
for some time, casts upon him a serglige, or wasting sickness, in order to lure him to the Other 
World to sleep with her.9 In this tale, Fand operates as a manifestation of the fairy-goddess who 
fully exercises her sexual agency to win her desired mortal. We see this manifestation of female 
control in countless other Irish and Welsh tales, represented by Rhiannon in the Welsh 
Mabinogion4 and by Queen Medb in the Táin Bó Cúailnge. 
While this may not be apparent given the provocative nature of Lady Bertilak in SGGK, 
the notion of the female-in-charge was rare in the romance genre. In typical paradigms of courtly 
love, women were glorified objects to be “traded in a marketplace of heterosexual love”.10 They 
lacked both agency and were not allowed to exhibit any sort of desire, apart from the occasional 
love token. Given this precedent, it is particularly interesting to see a female character initiate and 
fully own her sexual desire, which is exactly what Lady Bertilak does throughout the temptation 
scenes. Throughout the sequence, the Lady initiates their physical contact: “þe lady louteȝ a-doun, 
/ & comlyly kysses his face” and “þe lady...felle ouer his fayre face, & fetly hym kyssed” [1504-
																																																						
7 See Green, pp. 88.  
8	All references and passages drawn from Irish Celtic myths will refer to the Jeffrey Gantz translations. I 
will note that the aim of this chapter is slight different from the previous. Whereas the goal of Chapter 1 
was to show the commonalities between the translation of the Latin Vulgate (the Wycliffite Bible) and the 
Middle English poem, the goal of this chapter is to reiterate the persistence of a recurring theme 
throughout early Celtic literature. Therefore, I do not put emphasis on specific lines or passages in the 
same way that I did in Chapter 1. The validity of particular translations makes little difference here. 
9	See The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind, Gantz, pp. 153-178. In this Celtic tale, Fand represents the 
dominant sexual promiscuity that is exhibited by Lady Bertilak in SGGK. This is a reoccurring theme 
throughout Irish and Welsh literature. Interestingly enough, this promiscuity does not carry negative 
connotations, unlike the Christian tradition.  
10 See Burns, pp. 35. 
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5; 1757]. By exhibiting her power in these instances of intimacy, the Lady embodies the unique 
sexuality of the sovereignty goddess. Leveraging her position as Lady of the castle (a weak 
manifestation of the sovereignty of Hautdesert), the Lady capitalizes on her sexual power and 
seduces the “heroic” Gawain.  
While at first glance this motif seems to reaffirm the negative sexual implications of the 
Christian temptress motif, it actually implies a positive reading for the Lady’s sexuality. As 
explained in Chapter One, medieval translations of Genesis tend to overemphasize Eve’s deceptive 
nature, leading to a misogynistic rendering of her sexuality. When blaming his moral lapses on the 
wyles of wymmen in his antifeminist rant, Gawain reiterates the dangers of female desire, both 
appealing to and reaffirming the medieval Christian tradition. However, the sovereignty goddess 
motif tends to place female sexuality in a position of reverence, rather than vilification. Green 
argues that this is because the goddess is seen “the spirit of Ireland herself,” her sexual union with 
the mortal hero was sacred.11 Therefore, while exercising dominion over him, she was ultimately 
bestowing upon him a blessing, thus giving him access to her self-possessed sovereignty. 
Interestingly enough, this presents us with a discrepancy concerning the implications of 
feminine desire. If we approach the poem from a Christian perspective, the Lady’s promiscuity is 
deceptive and dangerous. However, the Celtic tradition inspires regard rather than demonization. 
While I make no assertions regarding the poet’s intentional application of the sovereignty goddess 
motif, elements have undoubtedly been borrowed from these sources. The importance of gender 
dynamics must not be overlooked as they found this complex relationship between sovereignty 
and sexuality.  
     
																																																						
11 See Green, pp. 73. 
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A Goddess of Polyandry 
The second attribute of the sovereignty goddess is the display of polyandry, or the notion 
that a woman has more than one husband. As Green explains, this characteristic is inherently tied 
to the Celtic theme of sacral kingship. Only the goddess has the power to bestow true kingship, 
therefore the mortal hero can succeed only after sleeping with or marrying the deity.12 Their sexual 
or actual union symbolized the king’s unity with the land. However, because the goddess is the 
eternal embodiment of the land, she outlives and succeeds her mortal king. These notions of 
polyandry and sacral kingship are both represented in Tochmarc Étaíne, or The Wooing of Étaín.13 
Throughout the course of this myth, Étaín, the sovereignty goddess, is reborn and remarried to 
several Irish kings. She first falls in love with Mider, then marries High King Eochaid Airem after 
being transformed into a fly at the hand of Mider’s jealous first wife. In the end, Mider returns and 
wins Étaín back from her husband in a game of fidchell. In short, this story captures the 
polyandrous nature of the sovereignty goddess. It makes no difference that Étaín is married when 
Mider reunites with her once again, because he is the rightful king of Ireland. Thus, while she is 
formally married to Eochaid, she also belongs to Mider, the sacral king. The competition between 
Mider and Eochaid for Étaín’s enduring sovereignty reveals the important role that women played 
within the Celtic literary tradition. 
																																																						
12 See Green, pp. 73. 
13 “The Wooing of Etain” can be found in Gantz pp. 39-59. Etain is depicted as “the most beautiful 
woman in all of Ireland” (40). Because she is a manifestation of the sovereignty goddess, she mates with 
many different kings and lords of Ireland.		
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While Lady Bertilak is not polyandrous through marrying numerous men, like Étaín, she 
does exhibit the same multiplicity of partners. In the first temptation scene, the Lady explicitly 
states her intentions to select Gawain as a partner: 
  
“For were I worth al Þe wone of wymmen alyue,  
& al Þe wele of Þe worlde were in my honde,  
& I schulde chepen & chose, to cheue me a lorde, … 
Þer schulde no freke vpon folde bifore yow be chosen.” [1269-71; 1275] 
 
Because we know the Lady is married to Lord Bertilak, these lines are particularly scandalous. 
She confesses that, if it were up to her, she would choose Gawain to be her Lord. Simply put, her 
admittance of desire reveals her polyandrous tendencies, thus strengthening her connection to the 
Celtic-goddess motif.  
However, the phrase cheue me a lorde (choose me a lord) admittedly complicates notions 
of her sexual agency. Because she starts out her remark with “For were I worth al Þe wone of 
wymmen alyue,” she implies that she does not have the capability to fully act on behalf of her 
desires. We cannot truly know the meaning of this line, since we do not hear the Lady’s perspective 
in the poem, however I suggest multiple interpretations. The Lady could be referring to her 
husband’s dominion over her, either in terms of forcing her to seduce Gawain, or in forcing her to 
remain his wife. As much as she embodies the polyandry of the sovereignty goddess, the Lady is 
still socially bound to her husband. Even if her devotion to Gawain was completely genuine (and 
not completely orchestrated by Morgan le Fey), she would remain under Bertilak’s control as the 
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Lady of Hautdesert. However, regardless of the authenticity of her desire, the Lady still expresses 
her favor of Gawain, thus promoting a polyandrous reading of her sexuality. 
As the Celtic and Christian frameworks were polarized in their perceptions of her 
promiscuity, they also presented conflicting perspectives on her polyamorous nature. Judging from 
these early Irish myths, the Celtic tradition was far more accepting of the idea of polygamy, 
especially when it involved the goddess of sovereignty. Critic J.R. Hulbert, in analysis of SGGK, 
explains that “in this early time [the action of a wife wooing a hero] would have been regarded as 
immoral,” particularly to a Christian audience.14 He explains that: “Naturally, with the coming in 
of Christianity and the influence of other civilizations, the custom changed, and it was no longer 
thought proper for a woman to offer herself to a man“.15 A biblical perspective would simply cast 
the Lady as adulterous and discredit her character on that account. However, the Celtic literary 
tradition is much more complex. Operating as the sovereignty of Hautdesert, the Lady could be 
seen as trying to find equivalent of the sacred king. Because Gawain’s nobility and virtue are 
emphasized throughout the poem: in “Þat art of lyf noble” and “Your honour, your hendelayk is 
hendley praysed / With lordeȜ, wyth ladys, with alle Þat lyf bere,” Gawain could, in theory, be a 
suitable option for sacral kingship [675; 1228-9]. Ultimately, though, he fails in her test, proving 
himself unworthy of her sovereignty.  
 
 
 
																																																						
14 Alice Buchanan explains this in her article, “The Irish Framework of Gawain and the Green Knight”: 
Professor Hulbert, in the same year that Kittredge published his study, pointed out the importance of the 
famous love-story of Cuchulinn and Blathnat, Curoi's wife, as an ultimate source for Gawain's affair with the 
Green Knight’s wife (693).  
15 Ibid, pp. 692.  
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A Goddess of Beauty 
Perhaps the most salient characteristic of the sovereignty goddess is her unwavering 
beauty. Whenever the goddess appears in Celtic literature, she is often accompanied by the 
insistence that she is the most beautiful woman in all of Ireland. The only exception to this theme 
is the Lady’s occasional materialization as the “loathly lady,” which is explored in the next section. 
In the The Wooing Of Étaín, for example, Mider proclaims: “I know of the woman whose beauty 
surpasses that of every other woman in Eriu,” when referring to his future lover.16 Similarly, in 
The Wasting Sickness of Cú Chulaind, more broad generalizations concerning the goddess’ allure 
are made: “Fand is the tear that covers the eye, and she was so named for her purity and beauty, 
since there was not like her anywhere in the world”.17 These two instances reveal how the goddess’ 
physical attraction was inextricably connected to her embodiment of the land. Kings sought after 
her not only because they required her sovereignty to exercise their authority, but also because 
they desired her unparalleled beauty.  
This notion is also emphasized in SGGK. When Gawain is being introduced to the ladies 
of the court, the poet makes similar generalizations regarding her physicality: “Ho watz þe fayrest 
in felle, of flesche and of lyre, / And of compas and colour and costes, of alle oþer, / And wener 
þen Wenore, as þe wyȝe þoȝt” [943-5].18 Particularly, the phrase of alle oþer resonates an 
extremism similar to that of the Irish passages. The Lady is not just beautiful; her looks are 
																																																						
16 See Gantz, pp. 43. 
17 See “The Wasting Sickness of Cu Chulaind,” found in pp. 153-178. This particular quotation is drawn 
from pp. 160.		
18	Tolkien translates these lines as follows: “She was fairer in face, in her flesh and her skin, / Her 
proportions, her complexion, and her port than all others, / And more lovely than Guinivere to Gawain 
she looked,” (59). According to this translation, the Lady’s beauty is set up in direct opposition of 
Guinevere, who in Arthurian tradition is the idealization of beauty itself. 
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unparalleled compared to other women. Also, this description of the Lady’s beauty complicates 
earlier lines in the poem that proclaim Guinevere is the fairest woman of the land: 
 
“Þe comlokest to discrye, 
Þer glent with yȝen and gray, 
A semloker Þat euer he syȝe, 
Soth moȝt no mon say.” [81-4] 
 
After seeing the Lady, Gawain reconsiders the holder of the title “most beautiful”. Guinevere is 
no longer the comlokest, rather Lady Bertilak, in all her sensual beauty, is fayrest of alle.  
Another noteworthy aspect of the Lady’s beauty is her extreme sexualization. In the initial 
description of Lady Bertilak, when remarking on her physical appearance, the poet notes her that 
“Hir brest and hir bryȝt þrote bare displayed, / Schon schyrer þen snawe þat schedez on hillez;” 
[955-6].19 Here we see the poet comparing her skin to the fairness of the snow-white hills, 
illustrating the purity of her beauty. However, the poet draws attention to the sensual areas of her 
body, her breast and her throat. In a way, the Lady’s outward appearance reflects her inherently 
promiscuous nature. This sexualization of the Lady is important for two reasons. First, it 
foreshadows the ensuing love affair between Gawain and the Lady. Second, it implies that the 
Lady’s function and necessity to the poem is contingent upon her attractiveness. While the Lady’s 
beauty seems to place her in a position of reverence, the sexualization of her physical attractiveness 
ultimately reduces her to an object of desire. Despite the positive implications associated with her 
																																																						
19 Tolkien translates: Her breast and bright throat were bare displayed, / Fairer than white snow that falls on 
the hills (59).  
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sexuality, the Lady is ultimately disempowered by this motif. According to this Celtic tradition, a 
woman’s value lies in her appearance. Her beauty, and even her sovereignty, exist as tools to be 
used by the male figures of the poem.  
 
The Goddess and the Loathly Lady 
    The sovereignty goddess often appears in many guises. While she is most commonly depicted 
as a beautiful woman, she is sometimes disguised as a hag. Green notes that: “The dualistic nature 
of the sovereignty-goddess, her concern with life, fertility and death, was symbolized by her ability 
to shape-shift, particularly between the image of the young, beautiful girl and the ancient, hideous 
hag, the puella senilis.20  The key feature of the goddess is the paradoxical nature of her 
appearance, which mirrors her divine spirit. Her manifestation of beauty represents the aspects of 
life and fertility, whereas her hideousness symbolizes her association with death. James Mackillop 
proposes one explanation for the goddess’ physical repulsion, offering that it is “allegorical, on the 
perceptions of a young prince reaching maturity: that the responsibilities of sovereignty are ugly 
and frightening until they are embraced”.21 Because the loathly lady becomes beautiful only after 
mating with the sacral king, her ugliness can represent a test in itself. The hero must be capable of 
handling the authority she possesses; if he fails, he loses access to her power.  
    The figure of the hag emerges in a number of tales spanning the Irish, English, French, and 
Welsh literary traditions. While variations of this myth appear throughout early literature, ranging 
from John Gower’s Confessio Amantis to Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Wife of Bath’s Tale, the loathly 
																																																						
20 See Green pp. 84.  
21 See Mackillop’s book on Myths and Legends of the Celts for a comprehensive analysis as to why the 
goddess can be manifested as physically repulsive, despite her typical embodiment of beauty. He notes 
that “the sovereignty figure can also be a bringer of death or the deliverer of a curse” (63). 
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lady retains the most mythological significance in the Celtic tradition. The theme of the hag 
possessing the abilities of the sovereignty goddess appears in the famous Irish myth, Togail 
Bruidne Dá Derga, or The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel. In this tale, the goddess, taking the 
form of a hideous seer, visits Conare and Da Derga and insists on being admitted into the hostel. 
The author accentuates her physical appearance, noting that: “As long as a weaver’s beam, and as 
black, her two shins. Her beard reached her knees, and her mouth was on one side of her head”.22 
Despite Conare’s explanation that he is prohibited from “admitting a single woman after sunset,”23 
the lady demands to let inside. She even challenges the “hospitality of the sovereign in this hostel,” 
until she is granted her wish.24 Despite the lady’s disfigured appearance, she retains the power of 
the sovereignty goddess. She proclaims a prophecy of doom for Conare and his men, predicting 
their deaths during the destruction of Da Derga’s hostel. As the lady explains, she tests the 
“sovereignty” of these men, which they ultimately fail, leading to their subsequent deaths. 
This example of the loathly lady motif is relevant for two reasons. First, it shows that the 
lady does not always have to mate with the hero. Conare and the Ulstermen are tested by the hag, 
but they do not have any sexual relations with her. This is important to our consideration of SGGK, 
where the loathly lady appears but does not actually engage with Sir Gawain. Secondly, this myth 
reveals recurring “test” presented by the hag. In Togail Bruidne Dá Derga, the lady tests the 
hospitality of the Ulstermen. As we will see, the hag in SGGK also tests Gawain’s courtly manners. 
																																																						
22 “The Destruction of Da Derga’s Hostel” can be found in Gantz pp.60-106. This quotation is pulled 
from pp. 76.  
23 In Irish this is called a geas, which roughly translates to taboo. This is a common motif in Celtic 
literature, where heroes are prohibited or vowed to engage in a specific task. In this case, Conare has a 
geas against letting women into his hostel after sunset. The hag knows about this taboo and forces him to 
break it. 
24 Ibid, pp. 77.	
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While I have contended that Lady Bertilak is the embodiment of the sovereignty goddess 
in this poem, there is another character that exhibits complementary “loathly” aspect of the deity. 
Upon his welcome to Bertilak’s court, Gawain is introduced to two ladies: “An oþer lady hir lad 
bi þe lyft honde, / Þat watz alder þen ho, an auncian hit semed, / And heȝly honowred with haþelez 
aboute” [947-49]. Here the poet makes note of the woman’s “ancient” age and of her esteem within 
the court. While the poem never reveals the woman’s identity, or makes use of her past this 
introductory scene, I argue that she represents the dual nature of the goddess. Structurally, the poet 
presents the woman as a foil to the Lady, as the antithesis of her refined beauty. Each subsequent 
line of the poem is mirrored, one referring to the Lady, and the next to the auncian woman:  
     
     “Bot vnlyke on to loke þo ladyes were, 
For if þe ȝonge watz ȝep, ȝolȝe watz þat oþer; 
Riche red on þat on rayled ayquere, 
Rugh ronkled chekez þat oþer on rolled;” [950-53].  
 
Much like the description of the hag in Togail Bruidne Dá Derga, the poet makes note of the 
woman’s disfigurement. Her nose and lips “were soure to se and sellyly blered” [963]. While these 
two ladies are introduced as separate characters, they can be seen as the complementary facets of 
the sovereignty goddess. Together, they represent her physical duality, simultaneously embodying 
the notions of ideal beauty and physical repulsion. Also, given the existence of the “maystres of 
Merlyn,” or Morgan’s abilities of magical enchantment, it can be argued that perhaps the woman 
and the lady are, in fact, the same. Regardless, this motif is clearly present within the poem, and 
the woman’s hideousness is directly contrasted with Lady Bertilak’s beauty.  
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The hideousness of the loathly lady presents Gawain with a mini-test of sorts. Here, he is 
tested on his knightly value of cortaysye, which is one of the five virtues of his pentangle. Despite 
the woman’s obviously deformity, Gawain treats her with the same reverence as the lovely Lady: 
“þe alder he hayless, heldande ful lowe, / þe loueloker he lappeȝ a lyttel in armeȝ” [972-73]. Sir 
Gawain acknowledges her honor at the court and shows his respect by saluting her. The woman’s 
appearance presents Gawain with a test of manners, which he ultimately passes. It is after this that 
the Lady is finally able to test Gawain’s other knightly virtues through her sexual temptation.  
Again, the implications of femininity become complicated if we consider the dual 
appearance of the sovereignty goddess. As I argued previously, her manifestation as the ideal 
woman unfairly defines her value by her beauty. While her outward appearance is merely a 
representation of her inner power and embodiment of the land of Ireland, the male heroes 
nonetheless act on their physical desire. Her portrayal as the hideous hag would seem to combat 
that notion. However, one must consider how this motif functions as a myth of transformation. 
Much like Bertilak is transfigured into the Green Knight, the “loathly lady is transformed into a 
beautiful maiden”.25 Therefore, her unattractiveness is merely an illusion. The essence of the 
goddess is her beauty, which she always reverts back to. In SGGK, as well as in the Celtic myths, 
the hag exists only to test the hero, not to redefine the nature of the sovereignty goddess. Thus, 
beauty is still the feminine standard of value. 
 
The Goddess as a Tool for Agency 
Compared to the Christian framework, the Celtic framing of Lady Bertilak does grant her 
far more agency within the temptation scenes. The legacy of the Eve casts the Lady as the 
																																																						
25 See Bollard, pp. 41.  
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proverbial temptress and reaffirms Gawain’s misogynistic characterization of women. While the 
Lady’s seduction is confined to the biblical allegory outlined in Genesis, it is, in some ways, 
redefined by the Celtic motifs present in the poem. The attitude of reverence concerning the 
sovereignty goddess’ sexual freedom and polyandry promotes a far more positive interpretation of 
Lady Bertilak’s character. By operating as the goddess, she is able to rearticulate her feminine 
desire in a positive light. Instead of reducing her as a threat, the Celtic tradition proposes her as 
the generator and judge of the mythic test of morality. She exhibits power and authority in her own 
right, as a deity that works independently of the hero. Through her alignment with the sovereignty 
goddess, Lady Bertilak is able to be sexually dominant without fear of reprisal from her Celtic 
roots. 
In many ways, the Lady’s alignment with the Celtic goddess of sovereignty still places her 
at a disadvantage within the poem. Her portrayal as the pinnacle of beauty reaffirms the notion 
that a woman’s power is derived from her physical appearance. Throughout mythic tradition, the 
goddess is both defined by and confined to her beauty. Even the loathly lady is ultimately 
transformed back into an appealing young woman, revealing that the essence of the goddess is her 
attraction. Heroes come and go, but the goddess, and her beauty, remain. Lady Bertilak fully 
exemplifies this notion. Gawain is taken in both by her looks and by her sexual advances. While 
notions of her sexual mobility do not necessarily carry the negative implications within this Celtic 
tradition, her worth is made evident.26 The Lady’s character does not stand on her own, rather she 
																																																						
26 For some final notes on the manifestation of the Celtic sovereignty goddess in SGGK, see Hulbert’s 
articles on the “fairy-mistress motif”. Hulbert’s “fairy-mistress” exhibits all of the previous characteristics 
of the goddess. Noting her promiscuity, he writes that “the fairy always makes advances to the mortal 
hero” (692). He notes her polyandry by explaining that within these myths, “There a lady offers herself to 
him and pretends to love him. This is of course the fairy-mistress type” (458). In short, what he deems the 
fairy-mistress is just another iteration of the multifaceted goddess of sovereignty. 
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exists to fulfill the function of the “test” for Gawain’s virtue. Her utility to the poem mirrors the 
goddess’ utility to the land of Ireland: both are predicated on their sexual desirability. 
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CONCLUSION 
The Performativity of Temptation 
As proven by the previous two chapters, the Lady’s identity is culturally constructed and 
confined by the literary traditions that the poet relies on. As she stands, Lady Bertilak represents 
an amalgamation of feminine tropes. As Rowley explains, “The pattern of provocative ambiguity 
and doubt about the Lady’s motives in the bedroom scenes plays an integral part of the 
interrogation of identities and performances that runs through the poem”.1 Akin to medieval 
renderings of Eve, critics have scapegoated and conflated the Lady’s female desire with evil 
intentions. In one sense, she does perform the role of the duplicitous temptress by inciting the test 
that questions Gawain’s morality. She seizes the traditionally-male power of the bedroom and 
initiates the physical acts of desire. However, as Rowley appropriately points out: “To attribute 
her motivations definitively to her body, whether as adulterous lust or as a positive form of 
feminine desire, overlooks the suggestions in each bedroom encounter that she may not be acting 
out of desire, that we cannot definitively ground her intentions in her body”.2 The ambiguity of 
her sexual agency, largely due to her exclusion from the final Fitt of the poem, makes it extremely 
difficult to analyze the implications of her desire. Ultimately, the poet reduces the Lady’s utility 
to the poem to her sexuality, constructing her as an agent to perform desire and seduction.  
However, while her identity is confined by her sexuality, she nonetheless has an important 
function in the text. While her temptation is aligned with the misogynistic interpretations of the 
biblical Eve, her reclamation of power supersedes these Christianized notions and truly constitute 
																																																						
1 pp. 172. For more on the performativity of gender in SGGK, see Rowley. She explains that lines 1283-
87 contribute to the overall ambiguity of the text, and of the Lady’s character, which contribute to the 
binary renderings of gendered identity that are found in the poem.  
2 Ibid pp. 172.	
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her centrality to the poem. My argument stands that her sexuality becomes less of a moralizing 
element of her character and more of a tool to rearticulate the distribution of power within the 
courtly relationship. Ultimately, Gawain’s downfall comes not from his physical engagement with 
the Lady, but from his inability to adhere to the rules of his host’s game, out of fear for his own 
life. In terms of taking action, the Lady and Gawain are fundamentally opposed. Where the Lady 
acts, Gawain reacts. Because he is unable to refuse her offers, both to her body and to the girdle, 
he fails the Green Knight’s test. While Gawain tries to blame his defeat on the wyles of wymmen, 
the Green Knight is quick to remind him of his own shortcomings. He adopts the patriarchal speech 
of exegetes, yet the poem does not encourage us to adopt his perspective. Donnelly argues that: 
“Gawain’s position is not presented as authoritative, his perspective is questioned and 
compromised by its manner of presentation, his unwillingness to take responsibility for his own 
actions, and the many other facets of the lives and actions of the female characters that the Gawain-
poet has woven into his poem that have been discussed here”.3 This leads me to believe that the 
poet’s intent is not necessarily to implicate feminine sexuality as threatening, rather to use it as a 
tool to construct Gawain’s identity. 
However, the Lady’s power is ultimately limited by the Christian tradition, making her 
unable to effectively perform the dominant role in her relationship with Gawain. Thus, the poet 
assimilates Celtic conceptions of gender and sexuality into his rendering of the Lady so that she is 
able to fulfill her role in the poem. Donnelly offers an explanation for the ambiguity of the Lady’s 
nature, offering that: “He may have been exposed to Celtic women who were more powerful, 
capable of inheriting land, choosing mates, and reclaiming their dowries”.4 While it is unlikely 
that Lady Bertilak is a direct appropriation of the Celtic sovereignty goddess, it it evident that the 
																																																						
3 See Donnelly pp. 291.  
4 See Donnelly pp. 280.	
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poet utilized many of her core characteristics in his creation of her character. By relying on the 
familiar narrative of the biblical temptation and the hyper-sexual notion of the goddess, the poet 
is able to create a unique and effective poetic actor.  
In many ways, the Lady is able to redefine what it means to be a medieval woman. While 
she embodies many different feminine stereotypes, she also breaks them. While the misogyny 
infused in the Eve-archetype attempts to denigrate the agency given to her in the text, her 
faithfulness to her husband’s plan would complicate the binary understanding of gender in the 
Christian tradition. Are we supposed to judge her adultery or applaud her for submitting to her 
husband’s authority? While Gawain chooses to vilify her, the poem makes no effort to endorse 
that perspective. Furthermore, the connotations associated with promiscuity and polyandry of the 
sovereignty goddess invite a positive interpretation of the Lady’s sexual desire. In the temptation 
sequence, her seduction becomes a variation of the goddess’ ritual. As the goddess ritually tests 
the standards of the next possible king, the Lady tests the criteria of Gawain’s character.   
In conclusion, I would like to reiterate that the aim of this thesis is not to argue for or 
against the intention of the poet, including speculations on gender and sexuality. Despite the 
inclusion of Gawain’s antifeminist speech, I do not consider this an entirely antifeminist text. I 
think that, in a lot of ways, the poet imbues the character with a considerable degree of agency that 
was often denied to her real-life female counterparts. The Lady is able to wield and act upon her 
feminine desire. She is not only awarded sexual power over Gawain, but also power over his 
identity and morality. The Lady culminates the plot of the poem, and her seduction creates the 
space for testing and producing Gawain’s true character. However, the power afforded to her does 
not excuse her obvious disempowerment by the poet and within the text. The poet leaves the Lady 
unnamed throughout the work and excludes her from the final resolution of the story. She is never 
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given the voice that the male characters in the poem have, and the poet never makes up for denying 
her the power of sharing her perspective of the events. Her only tool to shape the perception of 
women in the poem is to exploit her body, at the command of her husband. In actuality, she exists 
as a plot device, albeit a sophisticated and impressive one. With all that being said, I do not want 
future scholarship to underestimate Lady Bertilak’s influence on this poem, or to the Arthurian 
legend legacy. I believe that her character is immeasurably fascinating and under analyzed, and 
there exists a complexity that this thesis has not even begun to explore. Without fully 
comprehending the Lady’s performativity and rearticulation of feminine sexuality and agency, one 
cannot even begin to understand SGGK.  
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